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One 


Author's Notes: 
This is fiction | like to get period details correct but I'll miss some. That's life. 


"| got it," Izzy said, his black hair hanging in front of his eyes. My eyes widened a little and | felt anticipation, 
that little twist of a feeling. It was a record, a Queen record, my favorite band. | couldn't get it and listen to it 
at my house. My father would kill me. 


"Let's listen to it," | said. | couldn't wait. Izzy nodded and took it out of the black plastic bag the record store 
put it in, he slipped it out and into his hands. | got a glimpse of the cover, the gray oversized robot holding the 
dead men, "News of the World," | knew | would hate this album. | always hated them at first, but then 


something happened, something would click in my brain and | would get it. 
"C'mon," | said, watching him slip the record from the cover and into his hands. 


"Hold on, Axl, lm doing it," he said, half smiling at me. | climbed up on his bed and stretched out, closed my 
eyes, and waited for Izzy to finish fiddling with the damn thing and to play it, and I'd let the sounds and the 


words wash over me. 


| had a slight headache by the time we were done listening to the whole thing, and it was dark outside. | sat up 
and blinked, rubbed my temples. | had hated it, | was right about that, but there was something there, 


something in some of the songs that | just had to hear again. 


"Are you staying here tonight?" Izzy said, sounding kind of casual, but he wasn't. There was this seriousness in 
his eyes and under his words. He knew | couldn't stay here or go anywhere or do anything. He knew what it 
was like for me at home. One day I'd say "fuck their rules" and do what | wanted to, but | wasn't quite there 


yet. 


"No, | gotta go," | said, my eyes never leaving the carpet on his bedroom floor. | stood up, forcing myself to 
stand, to take a step, then another, all the steps that would lead me back to my house. | wondered why | didn't 
just leave, sleep in gutters or on Izzy's floor or at my grandmother's house, but | didn't. | just stayed despite 
hating my father and being so angry with my mother, | stayed because | was too chicken to leave. 


It was a quick walk from Izzy's house to mine, and on the way out | saw his parents in the living room 
watching the news, and | was so jealous of him for a moment. His parents were cool, they didn't yell at him or 
do anything to him, they didn't keep him from shit like the music he liked and had to listen to, they didn't keep 


changing the rules on him. 


As | got closer to my house | felt that fear, that stomach twisting fear of being uncertain about what was 
going to happen. It wouldn't be good. It had been I5 years of shit not being good. | knew | hoped that it would 
change, that my parents would suddenly become what | needed them to be, and | didn't know why | continued 
to hope for that. Rationally and logically | knew it would never happen. 


"Where have you been?" my mother said the second | came in the door. She was leaning against the doorway 
between the kitchen and the living room, a cigarette smoldering between her fingers. My mother was young, 
she was only 3l, but she looked older, her face lined and her eyes all stressed out. She acted older, or like 

someone who was too old to understand me, or to talk to me about anything. | narrowed my eyes at her and 


wondered why she even cared where | had been. What was it to her? 
"| was at Izzy's house," | said. 


"Izzy's house," she repeated, but made it sound sinister. | listened to the silence and the stillness of the house. 


| could tell by the air molecules that no one else was here. Something in my chest loosened. 


"Where is everybody?" | said, hearing the slight cracking in my voice. She wouldn't notice that, though. She 
didn't notice anything. 


"They're at church, where you should be," she said, her voice stern and unforgiving. | hung my head. | was 


going to be in trouble, there was no escaping it. | couldn't breathe quite right, my breaths were too fast and 
shallow. | wanted to leave. | wanted to leave so bad, but still | didn’t. | just stayed, walking by my mother to see 
what was in the fridge, which was nothing good. So | just went to my room, the room | shared with my 


younger brother. | had a sister, she had her own room, and | was dully jealous of her for that. 


A few hours later | heard them come home, | heard the car pull into the driveway. Like some beaten dog | 
knew the exact sound of our car's motor. | heard the slam of the car doors and the footsteps on the cement 
walkway, and the opening of the screen door and the heavy wood door, and the bang of those doors shutting. | 
was on my bed, not sleeping, not doing homework, not reading, not doing anything but waiting. My stomach was 
twisted so bad | was almost doubled over from it. My hands were shaking just slightly, like | drank too much 


coffee or soda 
| heard the heavy footsteps come down the hall and | knew it was my father and not my brother. He swung 


the door open, not even bothering to knock, and stared down at me. | sat up, pushing myself back against the 
headboard. He glared down at me like God. 


"Where were you?" he said, not yelling, but his tone was edged in steel. My mouth and throat were suddenly 
dry, and | swallowed hard. 


"| was at my friend's house-" 


"What were you doing? Drinking? Smoking pot? Pills? Uppers, downers? What were you doing?" He was staring 
at me intensely and his voice was getting louder. 


"Nol | didn't, | didn't do any of that, | swear, | didn't-" 


"You're lying," he said, his voice angry and sad at the same time. | looked down, and | bet he thought it meant | 
was guilty. All it meant was that | had given up. 


There was nowhere to go from here. He was in the way of the door, and he'd reach me before | got to the 
window. There was nowhere to go. | tried to kind of shrink into myself and disappear. He came toward me and 


roughly grabbed my arm and yanked me up to my feet, and | closed my eyes. 


Two 


| stiffened up with every blow. He held onto my arm in his strong grip, fingers tightened over my bicep as he 
took his belt from the loops, the thick wide leather belt. It dug into me as it came down, over and over again. | 
squeezed my eyes shut and felt the tears that | couldn't help wetting my eyelashes and my cheeks, and | could 
hear the strangled little sounds | made, wanting to beg him to stop but that never helped so | stayed as quiet 


as | could. 


"Drugs are sinful," he said, his arm arched back with the belt, and | tried not to whimper as it came down on 
my back again. | wouldn't crash to the floor and curl up. | just stood and took it, shaking, crying. There were all 


these curses in my head toward him but | wouldn't say them. IT would only make it worse. 


"Repent," he said, and hit me again. | couldn't stand any longer. | couldn't take it. Everything hurt. | fell to the 


floor and drew my knees up to my chest, sobbing for real like a child 


At some point he left and | was alone. | knew he believed in some kind of "spare the rod," type of thinking, and 
maybe he thought he was helping me, or maybe his father had done this to him. | didn't know. | was starting 
to feel that funny, cushioned feeling as endorphins started to kick in, those natural painkillers. The sobbing 
tapered off and | just stayed where | was curled up on the floor, my eyes still squeezed shut. 


Somewhere inside of my mind | was pissed off at my mother for not rescuing me, for letting this happen to 
me. Once, when | was younger and got beaten until | nearly passed out, she held me and rocked me and 
whispered these little mother things like "shhhhhh," and "itll be okay, | promise," and maybe | believed her then 


| didn't anymore. 


| stood up slowly, feeling stiff and achy like maybe old men felt, and | went over to my bed and fell onto it. My 
brother was home, | knew he was, but he was avoiding me and this room. He knew. It happened to him, too. 


Maybe he was feeling lucky that it was me and not him tonight. 


| didn't do drugs. | never smoked pot with Izzy, | never drank, | never took any pills. | didn't do that, and | didn't 
lie. It didn't matter. | got beaten for it anyway. | had the dull flare of jealousy toward Izzy again, Izzy and his 
laid back parents who watched TV. and bought T.V. dinners and sometimes asked him what he was doing but 
not all the time, and he just drifted along and did what he wanted to and listened to what he wanted to and he 


never felt that edgy, nervous feeling like he was going to get a beating because it never happened to him. 


| was starting to feel fed up, like why did | stay here and put up with all this shit? If | was going to get in 
trouble for all this shit | didn't do | might as well try some of it. | felt like leaving and going to Izzy's house and 
trying shit, doing what | wanted because it didn't matter. | wasn't going to be controlled here like this anymore. 


| was Too tired to leave, too exhausted, too deeply hurt to go tonight. | felt numb. | had to just lay here and 
try to recover a little. You might think years and years of getting beaten would make it tolerable, would make 
pain easier to take, but the opposite happened, | thought. | had a very low pain tolerance. Each time he hit me 


with that belt hurt so much, so much more than it would probably hurt someone who wasn't so pathetic. 
Every time it happened just built up from the last time, each time was almost consecutive. It was all stacked 
up, it all came crashing down. Even when he gripped my arm hurt, that pressure of his fingers digging into my 
muscles, it hurt so much. Everything did. 


| fell asleep before my brother even came into the room, and he didn't wake me and ask me how | was or 
anything. We all kind of ignored it in a way. We just went on, not mentioning these things to each other, trying 
to pretend it wasn't happening, like we did in school. All three of us pretended that shit was fine and normal, 
that we didn't get terrified and screamed at and hit all the time. That didn't happen. 


Three 


All day at school | was snapping at teachers and yelling at kids, | shoved one in the hall so hard against the 
lockers, and they all clattered and rang together like teeth. Izzy was looking at me out of the corner of his 
eyes, | could feel it. 


| was uncomfortable sitting at the hard desks, the seat like a rock, and my back was all bruised and there was 


this dull ache inside of me. | shifted a few times and gave up and was just uncomfortable. 


| talked back to the wrong teacher and got sent to the office, and there was this anger inside of me, it was 
bright and sharp like a knife and | felt like | wanted to kill something. | hated everything. | hated this school and 
all these small-minded teachers, | hated my fucking parents, each useless in their own way. | hated all the 


other kids who got to go home and not get hit and hurt: 


| had to talk to the vice principal, the guy that dealt with all the problems, but the thing was he wasn't too 
bad. | sat in the chair in his office and at least it was soft. Even though he was okay | was still pissed off, and 
| was slouched down and scowling, already dreading having to go home. What if they called my house, my dad? 
Fuck, fuck, fuck. | just wouldn't go home. I'd stay with Izzy. 


"What's wrong?" he said, and not all authoritarian dickhead-ish but like he might even care. That tone of voice 
and how he was looking at me, like he might know what was wrong already almost made me start crying. God, | 
was such a mess. | closed my eyes and wished | could be more like Izzy, always cool and together. He wouldn't 


cry in the vice-principal's office. 


"Nothing," | said, swallowing the lump in my throat and glancing outside at the grass that was already getting 
dry. 


"You're having a rough day," he said, trying to make eye contact. | couldn't look at him. Rough day? Try a 
rough life. 


"Yeah. I'm sorry," | said, starting to cry anyway. Jesus, what a fucking mess | was. | wiped the tears away and 
stopped crying like a fucking baby. 


After school | went with Izzy to the park and watched him light up a joint. | saw the thick smoke and the way 


he drew it into his lungs. | swung on one of the ancient swings, the chains all rusted and everything creaking. 
"Can | try that?" | said, and he raised an eyebrow at me. 


"Really?" he said, and | nodded. 


"Here," he said, holding the smoke in as he spoke so his voice came out all choked and deeper than usual. | held 


it and looked at it for a second, smelling that pungent, almost sweet smell it had. 

"Pull the smoke in and try to hold it," Izzy said, his instructions in things never making you feel stupid. 

| nodded at him and did what he said, and the smoke felt thick and black in my lungs. | tried to hold it in like he 
said but | ended up coughing it all out, violent hacking coughs that doubled me over and brought tears to my 
eyes and made Izzy laugh. 

"You'll get the hang of it," he said, taking the joint from me and putting it to his lips and inhaling like an expert. 
It didn't do much for me but Izzy said that was normal for the first few times. I'd probably coughed out 
every inch of THC. We went to his house, his parents parked in front of the TN. again and they barely glanced 
up as we went up to his bedroom. 

| wanted to listen to Queen again and reached over for the record. 

"Jesus, Axl," Izzy said, and | turned to him. 


"What?" | said, holding the record sleeve up so | could look at the cover. 


"What happened to you?" he said, coming over to me and lifting my shirt a little. Now | knew. My shirt lifted 


when | reached for the record and he saw the bruises. 


"Nothing, a beating, I'm fine," | said, feeling stupid. He was looking at me like | wasn't fine, like l'd been in a car 
accident or something. 


"Jesus," he said. | looked away, staring at his ceiling. It was water stained from some long ago leak in the roof. 


"Let's listen to the record," | said, handing it to him and climbing up on his bed. | wanted to close my eyes and 


listen to the music and forget all this, forget my whole stupid life. 

He put it on and | heard the crackle sound, the hiss of some pre-recorded sound before it started up, and | 
closed my eyes, feeling the bed dip as he got on it, too. | felt him brushing my hair away from my forehead 
and | looked at him, liking the way that felt, soft and gentle. 

"| didn't know it was that bad," he said, his voice cracking in the middle of the sentence. 

"What?" | said, feeling a light tingle as he traced one of my eyebrows with his fingertip. 


"You, getting beaten, | didn’t realize it was that bad," he said, tracing the finger shaped bruises on my arm. 


‘I'm sorry," he said in a whisper, kissing my temple. 


Four 


Author's Notes: 
There seems to be so much for this story, so many words just coming out of nowhere. I'll just try to write 


them all down. 


| looked at him, at his pale skin and dark spiky hair and the way it fell over his forehead. He was still lightly 

brushing my hair away from my face, and | felt my breath catch in my throat. | couldn't say | hadn't thought 
of him like this, like maybe kissing and touching him might feel nice, but | hadn't thought of it consciously. But | 
liked to be with him, | liked how he was calm and collected and knew shit. He knew more shit about more things 


than anybody | knew. 


"I'm sorry things are this way for you, Axl," he said, grazing my lips with his. | closed my eyes and swallowed 
hard. Maybe that beating had been worth it, since Izzy was so focused on me now, and Touching my hair and 


kissing me. 


"Yeah," | said, feeling kind of dazed. He leaned in again and kissed me for longer this time, and he pushed his 
tongue into my mouth, startling me, but | opened my mouth and flicked his tongue with mine. My eyes were 
open again and | saw that his were closed, the black eyelashes against his pale skin. | closed my eyes, too, and 


felt the slow, gentle way he kissed. 


"Are you going home?" he said later. The record was done and he put on Aerosmith, and we were used to it 


and liked it better. 


| had been sitting on his bed, my legs hanging over the side, but at the mention of home | drew my knees up 
to my chest and hugged them there and looked away. The sky was already dark outside the window, and | knew 


they expected me home. 


"No," | said, and he shrugged. It was fine with him. His parents wouldn't care and even if they did, so what? 
Nothing would happen. 


| wasn't going home tonight, but | knew I'd pay the price for that. | couldn't stay here forever. But it would be 
worth it, whatever happened. It would be worth it to stay here with him tonight. 


He laid next to me in the narrow bed in the dark, his fingers tracing lazy circles across my chest. | felt goose 


bumps forming at his touch. | could hear him breathing. | didn't want to leave. | didn't want to go back home. 


After school | went home since | had to. | had to face it sooner or later. My sister and brother were already 
home, the lower grades got out half an hour earlier. They were watching T.V. and | heard my mother in the 
kitchen cooking something. Perfect post mid-century family life. Yeah, right. 


My sister and brother were looking at me with wide eyes and their mouths were little O's. | knew what those 
looks meant. 


"What?" | snapped, and they just stared. | scowled and tried to watch TN. but | felt their eyes on me. Finally 


my sister broke the silence. 

"Where were you last night?" she said. 

"A friend's house, it's no big deal," | said, although | knew and she knew that it was. | was going to get killed. 
"Dad's mad," my brother said. 


“Shut up," | said, and | could feel the nervousness starting to twist my stomach, making it ache. Why did | stay 


here? | couldn't figure it out. Maybe it was because | was just too young to leave. 


| couldn't breathe when my father got home, and Amy and Stuart cleared out pretty quick | could smell 
whatever casserole it was that my mother was making for supper, | could see all the dust that flashed in the 
late afternoon light that came through the picture window. 


"Bill," he said, steel in his voice. | didn't say anything, | only looked at him with wide, scared eyes. 


"Come here," he said, turning and walking down the hall. | lowered my head and followed him. Stuart was in our 


room and he knew that so he went to his bedroom, and | followed. | couldn't breathe. 


My parents’ bedroom was filled with their double bed with the old quilted bedspread my grandmother made, or 
maybe her mother made it. There was dad's tall dresser and my mother's longer, shorter one with the mirror 


above it. | got a glimpse of my scared face, my straight red hair hanging in my eyes, the freckles on my nose. 


"Where were you last night?" he said, his voice stern and almost angry, but not out of control, and | felt like | 
could breathe again. 


"| stayed at, at a friend's house, it just got so late, it was real late so, so | just stayed there, | didn't realize it 
was late and | fell asleep on accident, it was an accident, I'm sorry, I'm sorry. didn't mean to not come home," 


Babbling. | barely knew what | was saying. | just didn't want him to hit me. 


He looked at me, the anger draining away and concern taking its place. | was breathing fast, the rapid breaths 
that made me feel light headed. He could still hit me, he could take his belt from the loops so fast and grab 
my arm and twist me around. But | knew he wasn't going to. | could tell by the tone of his voice, the look in his 
eyes, the way he was standing. | was so attuned to the body language that preceded getting beaten. | knew | 


was safe for now. 


"You can't stay out all night, you have to come home or at least call us. You don't understand how frightened 
we were," he said, gripping my shoulders in an almost fatherly gesture of compassion and caring, but | still 
stiffened up. No one could touch me, or even come toward me as though they were going to touch me, 
without all my muscles going as stiff as piano wires. God, | was fucked up. No one could touch me, except 


maybe Izzy. 


"Okay," | said, my voice soft and full of relief. 


Five 


| followed him back out to the living room, the T.V. on in there and my brother and sister were pretending to 
watch it. They glanced up at me, the relief showing in their faces that nothing much happened. 


| watched the T.V. until supper was ready and then we all ate, and | kept glancing at the door and the windows, 


wanting to leave, wanting to listen to music, wanting to play music somehow. Wanting to see Izzy. 
| twirled my fork over my fingers, chewing the mostly tasteless food, and my mother glared at me. | scowled 
down at my food, wanting to leave, wanting to not have to worry about this kind of shit. But there would be no 


leaving. My father was watching all three of us, and he wasn't angry but we were stuck here. 


"Help clean up," my mother said to me when supper was done. She didn't make the other two help, they slunk 
off to the living room to watch sitcoms before my dad switched the channel to the news. 


| put my head down and nodded, not even answering her. She didn't hit me, or any of us, but she had this way 
of making me feel kind of worthless. Kind of ignored. | didn't know. Her eyes were so flat and lifeless. | used to 

wonder why she didn't take us and leave, when shit got bad enough. But she never did, and she never stopped 

anything. 


| brought the dishes from the table to the counter, scraped the scraps into the trash, rinsed the dishes. She 
was filling the sink with soapy water, taking the dishes | rinsed off and scrubbing them with a rag. 


"Where were you the other night?" she said, taking my chin and tilting it up so | would be forced to look at 
her. | jerked away, my hair falling into my eyes again 


"Just out with a friend," | said, my tone more sharp with her than | would dare use with my dad. 
“All night?" she said, her tone sharpening and deepening, too. 
"Yeah, it was no big deal," | said, rinsing another dish. 


"Yeah, it is a big deal," she said, and | saw her fists clench and | knew she wanted to hit me. But she wouldn't. 
She never did. 


"It isn't, and | already talked to dad about it so let it go, Jesus!" | said, wanting to take the dish | was holding 
and smash it on the floor, but | wouldn't, because that kind of shit would lead to trouble. 


"Don't take the Lord's name in vain," she said, her voice low like a growl, and | wanted to leave this kitchen, 


leave her sight, leave this house, but | didn't. | wouldn't dare. 


"Sorry," | mumbled, done talking to her. | brought the dishes over and rinsed them and didn't say a word. 


There was this type of a spinning boredom that happened on nights like that, nights where supper was done 
and the streetlights were all on and it was a school night and we were all trapped in this house. | laid on my 


bed, bored, almost crying | wanted to leave so bad. | bunched the bedspread in my fists and sighed. 


My brother was dutifully doing his homework, his hair, which was almost the same exact shade of red that 
mine was, gleamed dully under our bedroom light that swung from the ceiling on a chain. | wondered what Izzy 
was doing, and it pissed me off that he was doing anything he wanted to do. 


"Billy, you better do your homework or you'll get in trouble," Stuart said, looking up and noticing that | was not 
doing anything but staring at that light, watching how it swung, making the white light move across the room. 


"Yeah, fuck that," | said, just to see him widen his eyes. That window was calling to me, | wanted to climb out 
of it, land on the scrabble of dirt and weeds that passed as our lawn and just go. 


But | couldn't. I'd stayed out all night and got away with it. | couldn't push it or risk shit, not just now. It was 
too hard. | would soon, | could feel it building in me, this inability to stay here, this inability to follow all these 
stupid changing rules, this inability to put up with all the fucking bullshit and hypocrisy. All that shit they 
talked about in church? Shit about forgiving and loving your neighbor and doing unto others and all that 
bullshit? Then we all come home and get beaten on a regular basis? It just didn't make any sense to me 


anymore. 


So | had to let it go for tonight. | wasn't going anywhere or doing anything, and | was hoping my dad's mood 
didn't suddenly change and he'd come at us again Shit was unpredictable. You just never knew what would set 


him off. 


There was darkness, but it was funny. Funny darkness. Things were there. Things. People. There were these 
hands tearing at me, grabbing me, | could feel these things, something touching me, my muscles tearing, 
hurting somehow. | couldn't breathe. Everything was dark but it was smothering me, fuck, help, heavy bricks 


were on my chest and | couldn't..breathe..or get away or anything. 


| landed on the floor with this hard thud, and that woke me up. The only light was the dim moonlight coming in 
through the window, and Stuart woke up because those dreams involved thrashing and yelling and the crash to 
the floor, and | felt the tears on my cheeks as the dream flew apart and my brother got down on the floor, 
his breath quick and shallow with fear, although he had to be used to this, to these nightmares I'd have. | had 
them all the time. 


He sat on the floor next to me and | could see better as my eyes adjusted to the gloom, to the moonlight, to 
the shadows that were just the ordinary objects of our room after all 


"Are you okay?" he said, one arm slung around my shoulders, and | wasn't. After these nightmares | was the 
least okay | ever was, even after the worst beating. So | just shook my head and leaned against my brother, 
my face hidden against his shoulder. 


Six 
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I'd smoked pot with Izzy and this time it worked, things seemed kind of strange, | could see the music we were 
listening to. It was that group | liked, Sweet, and | could see the layers of sound all around me. The singer's 


voice shot through it like the veins in marble, and | smiled, and Izzy laughed. 


"You're so fucking beautiful," he said, brushing my hair back from my forehead, tucking it behind my ear like | 


was a girl. We were in his room, and it was hot, the air dead and motionless. 


| didn't know what to say to that, and | didn't feel like | could compliment him back, although he was pretty hot, 
with his spiky black hair and choker rope necklace. | twirled a strand of his hair around my finger, looking at 
the stark black color of it. 


"Do you know that?" he said, leaning toward me, making me lean back until | was laying down on his floor, and 


he held my wrists lightly in his hands and kissed me until | closed my eyes. 


He pulled away, his eyes half closed, and he lifted my shirt to see the fading bruises, and he traced them with 
his fingertip. It made me shiver a little. He didn't say anything, but | saw the way he was concentrating on that 
fading purple and sick green and yellow bruise, and | knew he was thinking about it. It made my cheeks get hot 

and red. It felt so stupid to have to deal with that shit. It felt stupid to put up with it, but what choice did | 


have? 

"Wanna get out of here?" he said, sitting up, pushing his hair out of his eyes. 

"Yeah," | said, standing up, feeling almost light headed from the pot and the kiss. | followed him down the stairs 
and watched him grab a six-pack of beer from the fridge, and | widened my eyes at him. There was no beer 
or alcohol at my house, but if there was | wouldn't dare take it. He just laughed. 

"They'll never miss it," he said, not seeming to care if they would. So | shrugged and followed him outside. 


| sipped the can of cheap beer as the light faded from the sky at the park. | felt the hard cement of the 
fountain against my back. Izzy sipped his, too, but sometimes he guzzled it. | was trying to not get too fucked 
up. | had to go home and face my dad, after all. | was probably too fucked up already. 


"Wouldn't it be great to leave this place, to move away?" Izzy said, and | heard that wistful thing in his voice. | 
stared at the horizon and took another sip of beer. 


"Yeah," | said, thinking about being old enough to move away, to get out of this religious hick town, to go to a 
city where shit happened. 


"Like New York," he said, downing the rest of his beer, crumpling the can, and tossing it. 
‘Or LA," | said, imaging seeing the Pacific Ocean. I'd never seen any ocean. 

"Or Rhode Island,” he said, and | squinted at him. 

"Huh? Rhode Island?" | said, "what the hell is there?" 


“There's this great club there, a bunch of them in Providence, and they have these amazing mansions there 


that, like, Rockefellers and Vanderbilts used to own and shit..it's pretty cool," 
"Okay, Rhode Island, too," | said, feeling agreeable after all the pot and beer. 
"Hey, what time is it?" | said, and Izzy glanced at his watch. 


"Eight o'clock," he said, and despite the beer | felt worried. Maybe the pot helped with that, that tinge of 


paranoia. 


"Shit, my dad's home, he's probably home, he'll fucking kill me, shit. | gotta go," | said, taking off, not even 
waiting for Izzy to say goodbye. 


| could just see this shit. He'd know | was fucked up the moment | went into that house, and he'd rant and rave 
about drugs and alcohol and that he knew all along that I'd been doing that shit all the time, although | just 
started, and he'd grab me and shove me against the wall and he'd bunch up my shirt in his fist, and he'd take 
his belt from the loops, and he'd hit me. Over and over and over. | could feel it, | could feel it already, that 
bite of leather as it came down across my back and shoulders and the backs of my legs, and | could hear him 
yelling, that self-righteous aggravating tone that he had, that he always used against me, against us. Fuck. 
Fuck. 


My house loomed up ahead. It was just ordinary, just a small crappy little ranch house like all the rest of the 
houses on this street, this block, this side of the city. Even in the dark | could see the tough little weeds that 
overtook our lawn. | saw the cement walkway that kind of glowed in the moonlight, and the dark driveway with 
all the oil stains on it. 


| didn't want to go in there, | couldn't breathe, | was too fucked up. | felt every muscle tensed already. | stared 


at the front door, the white screen door that was shut, and the cheap wood door behind it. Oh, fuck, it didn't 
matter. It was just a beating, it wasn't like | hadn't had plenty of those before. 


| swallowed hard, trying to appear somewhat sober, and | opened the door, hearing it creak, seeing the yellow 


light from the lamp and the blue glow of the TV. 


"Bil," my father said, standing up quick from the chair he was sitting in, the newspaper falling to the floor. | 
looked down at it, how it made a half triangle, a little tent. 


"Shut the door," he said, his voice full of steel and nails. | obeyed, too scared to do anything else. | stood 
against it, trying to flatten myself against it. | didn't see my sister or brother anywhere, or my mother, 
either. It was just us. Fuck. 


"Where have you been?" he said, stepping toward me. | tried to back up more but there was nowhere to go, | 
was flat up against the door. | felt the wood with the palms of my hands. 


"Nowhere, just out, out with a friend." He knew | was fucked up, he could tell by my eyes or how | was 
speaking. | stared at him, seeing the white button up shirt and gray pants, the white shirt with one button at 
the throat undone, his tie lying coiled on the little table next to his chair. 


"Were you drinking?" he said, and | swallowed hard over the lump in my throat. | couldn't lie. It was a sin to lie, 


in the eyes of my parents and in the eyes of God, I'd be damned, damned to hell.. 
"Yes," | said, my head down, fully expecting to be grabbed and pulled and hit. 


"What are you thinking? You're too young to be drinking, these friends of yours are no good juvenile 


delinquents! | do not want you to see them anymore, any of them," 


| was breathing fast, fast shallow little breaths. He was yelling. Maybe | was still drunk and high, maybe being 
drunk and high would make getting beaten hurt less, | didn't know, | just wanted to be numb and not feel 


anything anymore. 


He stepped forward and grabbed my shirt by the collar, bunching up the fabric in his fist, pulling me toward 


him and away from the door. 

"| don't want you to see any of them, do you get that? You're grounded. You will come home every day after 
school, that's it. Do you understand?" he said, still holding my shirt in his fist. | nodded, trying not to cry. | 
wasn't very good at not crying. 


"Do you understand?" he said, saying the words slower. | felt a tear slip down my cheek. 


"Y-yes," | said, squeezing my eyes shut and waiting to get hit, but he let me go all at once, making me stumble 
back against the door. 


"Now go to your room," he said with disgust in his voice. | took a shuddery breath, relief flooding every cell. | 
took off down the hall to my room and shut the door. 


Seven 


"So what happened?" Izzy said, brushing my hair out of my eyes the way he liked to do. | was lying on his bed 
and he was laying next to me, up on one elbow, his fingers brushing against my scalp. | was taking periodic hits 
of the joint he held to my lips, trying not to cough it all out. It was working better now, like | wasn't afraid to 
pull enough of it into my lungs to get a good hit. Things had changed, my perceptions of things had changed. 
Things seemed imbued with different levels, levels that were always there but | just couldn't sense them. No 


wonder my dad didn't want me doing this kind of stuff. 


"Nothing, he grounded me," | said, closing my eyes and feeling the way his fingertips felt against me, feeling the 
bit of electricity that came off of them. 


"You told him you had been drinking?" he said, his hazel eyes widening, and | knew he would never do that. He 
wouldn't admit to any kind of wrongdoing that could get him into trouble. 


"Yeah," | said, my voice thick with the pot smoke. 
"Did he hit you?" he said, concern making him narrow his eyes now, and | pulled away just a little. 
"No," | said, thinking of how he had bunched up my shirt collar in his fist. Izzy didn't need to know that. 


"Good," he said, leaning toward me, closing his eyes, and | tilted my head toward him and felt the exact moment 
our lips touched. Things felt slow, the pot had slowed everything down, and the kiss stretched on and on, our 


Tongues slow, gently moving things. 


As we kissed | felt Izzy's hands travelling down my body, encircling the collar of my shirt but so much more 
gentle than my dad had been, and | felt his hands travelling over my shirt, over my chest and to my stomach, 
over my jeans, his fingers playing with the button to my jeans but he wouldn't twist it and undo it. His fingers 
travelled down the outside of the zipper, down to the thick seam in the denim that led down my leg. | could 
feel everything through my clothes, and my clothes protected me. | liked this, liked the slow, inexorable way he 
touched me, liked how his lips felt against mine, but | didn't know if | could stand more. Fear was firmly inside 
this desire. 


Later we listened to the Queen record again, and now | liked more of the songs, or more of parts of the songs, 
they were starting to make the familiar groove in my head. That record made me feel like | wanted to make 
music like this, to create something raw and real out of nothing, out of experience and ambition and nothing 


else. 


It got later and later, and Izzy snuck more beer from his parents’ fridge to his room, and we guzzled the cans 


until we got headaches and our mouths were dry. | tried to fight the dizzy feeling, wishing | had sipped My 


limbs were heavy. | couldn't go anywhere. | was glued to this spot, and drunk on top of being high, and Izzy 
lifted my T-shirt over my head, making my hair static-y and stand on end. | was conscious of the bruises 
against my pale skin, and | tried to pull away when Izzy touched them. 

"Does it still hurt?" he said. 

"No," | lied. 


"You're grounded," he said, kissing the side of my neck. | leaned into him, feeling the way his teeth caught my 


earlobe. 

‘Shouldn't you go home?" he said, straddling me, holding my wrists down against his worn mattress and the 
soft cotton sheet. | closed my eyes and twisted my wrists in his grasp, not always liking this, being held down, 
being trapped beneath him. 


"No," | said, closing my eyes again as he kissed me, his kisses harder now, and he pressed my wrists into the 


mattress, his hands tight around them. | thought | could get him off me if | really wanted to. 


"Izzy, get up," | said, conscious of not wearing my shirt, of being pinned underneath him, of the scrape of the 
old cotton sheet against my skin. 


"Why?" he said, his voice playful, and the pressure on my wrists was almost starting to hurt, and when | 
twisted beneath him | felt him grind his hips against me and | wondered for the first time how far | would let 
this go. 

"Please," | said, not liking the pleading in my voice, understanding now that | couldn't get him off me unless he 
chose to go. Maybe he heard that awful thing in my voice because he let go of my wrists and got up, the 
pressure off all at once, and | took a deep breath, unaware that | had been holding it. 

"Hey," he said, brushing my hair from my forehead again, his touch a soft caress. | felt myself starting to 
tremble just slightly. What was wrong with me? This was Izzy, the person | always wanted to be with, the 
person | broke all the rules for. 

"Axl, hey, I'm sorry..l'm..are you okay?" 


"Yeah," | said, making my voice light. Nothing was wrong. 


He knew | was lying. | didn't do it well. He snuggled closer to me and put his arms around me, pulling me closer 


to him. 
‘lm sorry, Axl. | didn't mean to scare you," he said, and | heard that thick, embarrassed thing in his voice. 


"IFs okay," | said, and after awhile | drifted off to sleep in his arms. 


Eight 


When | woke up | wondered why | didn't hear my brother snoring, he had a deviated septum or something. 
Maybe he got up already, but | usually woke up before him, because of a nightmare or something else, | was a 


lighter sleeper than him. 


| opened my eyes, totally disoriented by the way the sunlight fell into the room, by the position of my body in 
this bed which clearly wasn't my bed. It took a while for the fog from all the pot and beer to clear enough for 
me to remember. Jesus Christ. | fell asleep at Izzy's house on a school night, another school night, and | was 


grounded this time. Fuck. 

Izzy wasn't awake, it was still early, we'd make it to school on time. | sat up, feeling my heart start to beat 
fast because | was scared already. I'd been lucky at home the past few days, the past few times I'd fucked up, 
but that luck didn't last, it never lasted. 


Izzy was still and peaceful and didn't snore like my brother. His breathing was deep and even and | watched 


him, blinking slowly, feeling the dull ache of a headache behind my eyes. 

"Izzy," | said, shaking him slightly. 

"Hmmmmm?" he said, not opening his eyes. 

"Wake up," | said. He rolled over and went back to sleep. | stood up and went over to the window, looking out on 
the street in the morning light. | put my hands on the windowsill, feeling the splintered wood under my palms. | 
wondered for the millionth time why shit had to be like this, the way it was at my house. What was the big 
fucking deal? | didn't run away, | wasn't dead. | just messed up and didn't come home and now..now. | bit my lip 
and watched a car drive slowly by. 


"Axl? You didn't go home?" Izzy said, sitting up now and rubbing his eyes. | shook my head at him. 


"Are you gonna get killed?" he said, standing up, pulling his pants on over his boxer shorts, finding a T-shirt 
hung over the back of a chair and putting it on 


"Yeah," | said, and went back to staring out the window. 


School existed in two types of worlds, two parallel planes. There was the one where | was just a regular kid, no 
big deal, going to school, doing whatever, as normal as the rest of the kids walking around here in their 


scruffy jeans and faded T-shirts and converse sneakers. Then there was the other world. 


| knew what was going to happen at home, either today or tomorrow or next week but | knew, and staying out 


all night like that would push the issue. But still, | went home. What causes that? Was it because | couldn't just 
stay with Izzy indefinitely? His parents were cool and laid back and all and didn't mind me sleeping over but 
they would mind me living there. Was it becouse my grandmother wouldn't just take one of us in at the drop 
of a hat and especially if my mother wasn't in agreement with the idea? It was those things, and it was the 


way | still lied to myself and pretended that shit was okay. 


| walked in and he was home already, waiting for me. Maybe he had the day off, maybe he took the day off to 
wait for me, maybe this, maybe all these things there was no way to know no way to know anything anymore 


and | felt such fear, it was huge, it filled the room. 


"Bill," he said, his voice quiet and reasonable but | saw that look in his eyes, that anger and rage that was just 
barely contained. | fought the urge to run. | stood rooted to the spot, not answering, not saying anything, just 
looking at him and waiting for it all to begin. 


"Yeah?" | said, hearing the bored, punk edge to my voice and knowing that would piss him off even more. A 
deep sigh, his head down, and then he looked up at me, his eyes blazing. 


"Yeah?" he said, mimicking me, stepping toward me, and | could feel how huge my eyes were in my face, how 


dry my mouth was, how my head started to ache with a migraine, tiny hammer hits behind my skull. 


"Where were you?" he said, the sentence somehow not yelled, but it was close. | looked down, anything | said 
wouldn't matter, not at this point. | wasn't here, that was the thing. | had been somewhere else, out of his 
watchful eye and out of his control, and that was the problem, and anything | said wouldn't change that, so | 
didn't say anything. 


"Are you..do you even listen to anything | say? | said you weren't to hang around with these delinquent friends, 
| said you weren't to go out and do drugs and drink alcohol, | said you were grounded and you don't come home 
at alll" 


The air split into layers and | tried to think myself away from here, to imagine that | was somewhere else, 
that | was someone else, someone this wasn't happening to. Getting beaten happens fast. Is it so bad? He never 
broke any of my bones, he never put me in the hospital. But each punch and each hit and each lash with the 


belt does something to me, it makes me feel worthless and small and unimportant. | didn't know. 


| sucked in my breath and backed up when | knew it was going to happen, but there was nothing | could do and 
nowhere to go. He always twisted my arm in his firm grip, wrenching it almost out of the socket, making me 
come toward him and stand awkwardly on my toes so it hurts less, somehow. He'd hold me like that while he 
got the belt, and | could hear it crack in the air and whistle down and I'd move if he wasn't holding me by my 
arm so tight. 


He was mad, not like those other times when something on the TV. or the radio made him smack the back of 
our heads, or when for no real reason he hit one of us, or yelled, or quoted scripture before shoving us 


against the wall. He was mad for a reason now, | had disobeyed on so many levels. It was going to be bad. 


Nine 


There were words and they were said in a more and more angry way, teeth clenched, hissed and screamed, 
but | wasn't listening to the words for long. God, | got it. | knew. | fucked up, but he said | did all this shit when 
| didn't, so what did it matter if | did it or not? What did it matter if | was drinking and doing drugs if he 


believed | was anyway? 


It was almost like a free pass, an excuse to do it, or anything | wanted to. | kind of had the same situation as 


Izzy, Izzy could do what he wanted to, too. Izzy could do what he wanted because his parents were cool, and 


kind of apathetic. They didn't hassle him. 


My arm was twisted up in his grip, and then he tightened that grip even more, making me cringe and almost 
plead with him to stop, but | wouldn't. | tried not to say anything or do anything, to kind of erase myself from 
existing, to go somewhere else in my mind. He shoved me against the wall, my head hitting it hard, and shit 
began to spin. Maybe I'd pass out. That would be good. Darkness and nothingness. That would be better than 
this. 


"You will not disobey mel" he said, yelled, screamed as he brought the belt down, the leather hitting me so 
hard, stinging, hard enough to leave welts. | started crying, | couldn't help it. My head hurt from hitting the 
wall, and | felt like it messed up my shoulder, too. Pain from so many different places was assaulting me, and 
there was that crackle in the air, that anger around my father that meant he wasn't near finished. Maybe 
he'd kill me one of these times. Who knew? | was weak, | couldn't get away. | kept coming back here for this to 
happen, and that was stupid. 


| ended up curled up, covering my head, tensing up with each hit, thinking it would never end. It did, though, of 
course, and at first | didn't even notice. It took awhile for that information to come through, but | wasn't 
getting hit anymore. No, all that was happening was that | was sobbing and shaking and couldn't stop. | felt 
weird, like everything was in this hole, this dark place where people hurt you all the time, where each thing 
you did was bad or suspected to be bad, where every time you were out you were drinking whiskey or 
shooting heroin, and for that you deserved the worst beatings, it was the only way to learn that what you 


were doing was wrong. 


Maybe he was right. | stayed where | was, curled up on the floor, too hurt to move. Maybe he was right and | 
was wrong, and he thought | was drinking and doing drugs when | wasn't because | planned to, because the sins 
were already in my head. Maybe | deserved this and needed this to happen to learn. How could | question him 


or my mother? 
"C'mon," he said, and | was still lying near the front door, curled up and almost asleep. | tensed up and jerked 
away from him, although | knew it was over. The anger was out of his voice, and there was a fragile self- 


righteousness and regret. 


"Bill, c'mon," he said, and | heard the real worry in his voice. Maybe | was too hurt to get up, maybe he'd done 


it this time. But | stood up with his help, feeling dizzy, seeing dark spots grow and burst in front of my eyes. 
My head felt split in half, | must have hit it harder against the door than | thought | did. 


He held onto my arm, trying to be gentle, and walked me to my room. | went to my bed and crashed on it, it 
felt softer than anything I'd ever been on. It was like a cloud, and now the endorphins came with a vengeance, 
making me feel high. 


"| didn't want to have to hurt you like that, Bill.but you can't, you can't stay out all night, you can't keep doing 
these dangerous things," | looked at him from the corner of my eye, seeing that frightening regret. It sucked 
when adults looked like that, because then you knew they were wrong, and it kind of shook things in a way. If 
they were wrong then there was no one who really knew anything, and shit would probably spiral out of 


control. 


"I know..l'm sorry," | said, my voice just a broken whisper, but | didn't think | was really sorry. | just didn't want 
to get yelled at or hit again today. | wanted to pass out feeling high, feeling like | was on the best drugs, not 


Izzy's skunk weed or his parents cheap water beer. 


He was probably happy | wasn't dead, at least. How would he explain that shit to my mother? So he left, 
shutting the door quietly, like he was just a good father checking on his son. | groaned, the pain coming back 
even through the endorphins, the headache flashing at the back of my skull. 


Ten 


"IFs time for supper," my brother said, sticking his head in the doorway. | didn't want to wake up, I'd passed 


out so nicely, Now the headache was back and all the aches inside my muscles and bones were back. 


"No," | said, turning away from him. | wasn't hungry at all. | thought I'd puke if | had to eat. He left, not 
questioning me. That was a good quality in a brother. 


| wanted to leave here once and for all. | was starting to not care that | was young, maybe too young. Who 
fucking cared? Sleeping on the street would be better than being here all the time, living with this shit. Then 
maybe | could have time to figure shit out, to do something | wanted to do and not just be nervous and afraid 
all the time, always thinking something would set him off or shit would explode and things would fall apart..| 
was sick of that. 


Curled up, feeling so sick, so fucking off. All that adrenaline that gets pumped into you when shit like this 


happens, coming down from that is so exhausting. 


"Bill," It was my mother, and | tried not to groan at the sight of her. She was going to nag me to come and eat 
or tell me that | had to do what they said or something annoying. | rolled my eyes toward her. | knew, | was 
well aware that she was kind of young, that she was only lb when | was born, but she seemed so old. Her eyes 


looked old. 


There was a time when | would have told her all this shit, that | was getting hit and everything, but she knew. 
Sometimes she was there when it happened, and not just to me. It happened to all three of us. 


Something funny happened. She didn't look like she was going to nag me or anything. She looked really sad, like 
she'd fucked things up for me, for all of us by not leaving, by letting this happen 


"Not hungry?" she said, her voice soft, and | remembered when she would hold me and rock me when | was 


little, when she'd sing something to me. 


"No," | said, looking at her for a second longer, and that look in her eyes only made me feel worse. | turned 


away and tried to go back to sleep, and | heard the door close behind her. 


Darkness, strong hands holding me down, something trying to get me or getting me, biting at me somehow, and 


| could hear the screaming, shrill, | was kicking, twisting, trying to get away. 


"Bill" It was full dark out, no moon, just darkness against the windows, and my brother was shaking me. I'd been 


calling out in my sleep, but at least | didn’t fall to the floor and bite clean through my lip, like I'd done before. 


"Wake up, c'mon," he said, still shaking me, that worried tone in his voice. It occurred to me that these 


nightmares were rough for him, too. But | blinked slowly a few times, still not really here. | was still there. 


"Okay, I'm awake," | said, my voice hoarse from yelling, from crying earlier in the day. It was like an old man's 


voice, an old man who smoked all the time. 


"God," he said, sitting next to me, hugging himself, kind of rocking a little. | looked at him and wished he didn't 
wake up with each nightmare | had. 


"So what happened?" Izzy said, hanging over my desk in study hall. I'd been quiet all day. | was pretty pissed. 
Shit at home was getting worse. | felt like a fake all day in school, like | was just pretending to be this normal 
person that | wasn't. | thought all the other kids were honest, and shit was good for them at home and 
everywhere else. | kind of knew that couldn't be true, but it felt like it. | felt alone. 


"Nothing," | said, not wanting to go into it with him, besides he knew. He pretty much knew so why was he 
grilling me about it? | could feel all the anger inside of me try to turn itself on Izzy, and | knew that wasn't 
fair. The rage just wanted to go out in every direction I'd just forget it, I'd forget all the crap that was 
happening at home. That was all. 


"Okay," he said, looking a little lost. | made him look that way and | felt sorry but | couldn't be so considerate of 
him, | just didn't have the resources for that. | hoped he could understand but | thought he probably couldn't, 
because shit was normal for him, and he could see how | acted and see all the bruises on me and | could tell 
him what happened at home but he couldn't really know what it was like. | hung my head, feeling alone again. 
Every thought | had made me feel alone. 


The bell rang for the next class and | got up slowly, and watched Izzy walk out way ahead of me. I'd hurt his 
feelings or something, and | knew he was too cool to show it but | could see it. Fuck. | didn't want my stupid 


fucked up family to ruin things with him. 


"Watch it!" some kid yelled at me in the hall because | wasn't looking and almost walked right into them. The 
shit at home, the way everything ached today, Izzy, it all came crashing down and the anger finally had a 
target, this kid with his stupid new shirt and fancy fucking sneakers, brand name shit. 


"Fuck youl" | said, the words exploding out of my mouth, and | shoved that kid as hard as | could. He wasn't 
expecting it and went flying, and | fell on him, hitting and punching as hard as | could, but they were just blind 
swings because | started to cry and could barely even see him anymore. | kept swinging until | felt someone 


grab me around the waist and pull me off of him. 


eleven 


Izzy had grabbed me and kept holding me as | struggled in his arms, trying to get that kid again. He'd already 
taken off, that kid. | was just sobbing, falling apart in the hallway at school, | hated myself for losing control. 


"Axl! Jesus! Quit it!" Izzy yelled at me, not letting go. 


"Izzy, leave me alore.." | said, but he wouldn't, so | kind of gave up and was still as all the other kids gave us 


funny glances and kept on walking to their next class. 


"Jesus," he said, shaking his head when he let me go. | looked at him for a second, seeing all the awful things 
he was seeing, my tear streaked face, the way | pounded on that kid for no reason. | was as far from Izzy's 


calm and cool collectedness as it was possible to be. 


I'd managed to escape any teachers seeing this whole thing, and if that kid didn't rat me out I'd probably be 
okay regarding getting detentions and suspensions. But | thought | might walk out of school anyway. There was 
nothing for me here, all the shit they taught bored me and it was irrelevant. And | was a mess. | looked at 
Izzy for a minute, wishing shit wasn't like this, that | wasn't like this, but there was nothing | could do to 


change it right now. Anger came and swept me up, | felt like | had no control over it. 


| headed down the hallway and out the big double glass doors, and Izzy didn't try to stop me. 


| hung out at the park with the fountain, wishing | had a joint or at least a cigarette. | didn't have anything, 
just the remnants of my churning anger. | felt paranoia kind of creeping in, thinking negative things that lead to 
other negative things and they multiplied like bunnies, or cockroaches. That kid would rat me out and when | 
went back to school I'd get hauled into the principal's office and suspended, and they'd call my dad and he'd 
stare down at me with that look that promised more trouble later on. Izzy would be so disgusted with me he 
wouldn't want anything more to do with me. | hung my head, seeing the red strands of my hair that looked 


even more red and unreal in the sun. 


| was getting tired and hungry and figured I'd go to my grandmother's house, it was right near this park. | 


walked in without knocking and | could hear her in the kitchen, cooking something. 


"Bill" she said, coming into the living room and wiping her hands off on her apron. | smiled at her a little, but | 
felt so awful. She had no idea how out of control and violent | was, or could be. | could feel her thinking about 
me, and my sister and brother and all my cousins, like we were still these perfect little kids. It was kind of nice 


to be viewed that way once in a while, although | knew it wasn't true. 


"Want something to eat?" she said, and | nodded, almost feeling like | was going to cry again 


"C'mon, come with me," she said, putting her arms around my shoulders and leading me into the kitchen. 


"| got a call from the school today," my mother said once | finally went home. | stood in our dining room that 

lead right into the living room, shifting from one foot to the other. What did they say? That | skipped out, that 
| fought with some kid for absolutely no reason? | felt my stomach twisting. | tried to mentally tell her to not 
tell my dad about the phone call, to just leave me alone, | needed some space from school and from this place. 


| thought | needed a vacation, but | didn't say anything, | just looked at her, which didn't seem to make her too 
happy. 


"Well?" she said, her eyes boring into me. 

"Well what?" | said, my voice flip and sharp, and that made her even less happy. 
"Well, can you explain why | had to get a call from the school?" 

"| don't know," | said, mumbling, looking down. 


"I think you do, | think you know full well why they called, and it needs to stop. What is the matter with you?" 
she said, and | traced the pattern in the worn out linoleum with the toe of my sneaker. | thought if she really 
thought about that question she could answer it herself. 


My mother had told me to wait in my room until my father got home. Why? So he could beat the shit out of 
me again? This shit needed to end. | opened my window as wide as it would go and pushed the old rusted 


screen out and watched it land on the weeds and dirt that were under the window, and | climbed out. 


The only place to go was Izzy's, so that was where | was going to go. It was dusk, the light all purple and weird, 
and everything was kind of hazy and blending into itself, the shapes of the houses and cars indistinct. 


It wasn't a very long walk to Izzy's house, and | just hoped he was home. | knocked kind of timidly on the door, 
hearing the sound of the TV. inside the house, hearing the strange sound of the laugh track, cackling laughs 


about shit the people laughing had never even seen 


"Izzy's upstairs," his mom said when she opened the door, looking sleepy and kind of hypnotized by the TV. She 
swung the door wide and | came in and climbed the stairs up to his bedroom, feeling my heart start to beat 
hard, feeling like he might tell me to just take off, that he couldn't take all the drama and all the shit. | knew 
that feeling. 


"Hey," he said when he saw me standing in his doorway. He didn't sound mad or like he never wanted to see me 


again. 


"Hey," | said, swallowing hard, not moving into his room from where | stood. | felt kind of rooted to the spot, | 
felt paralyzed. He stood up and came over to me, his eyes finding mine and | looked at him, feeling almost 
overwhelmed by the eye contact. He put his arms around me and pulled me close to him, and slowly | put my 


arms around him. 


Twelve 


"Axl," he said, when he finally let me go. | felt the hitching litle sobs start up. God, | was such a mess, such a 


mess. 


"C'mon, c'mon," he said, taking my hand and leading me over to his bed. | closed my eyes and kind of fell on it, 
wanting to fall through the bed, through the floor, through the ground, until | was gone. 


"What's wrong?" he said, trying to get me to look at him again but | couldn't. | turned away from him. Could | 
tell him? What did it matter? He knew. He knew | was a fucking mess and if he didn't want anything to do with 
that it wasn't like | could pretend | had all my shit together. There was no pretending anymore. 


"| don't know, everything. You don't know what it's like at my house, all the fake shit, the lying, the pretending 
everything is one way when it's another..shit falls apart there, it." td just run out of words. | didn't fucking 
know. Maybe | was wrong. Maybe my parents were right and we needed discipline, and things that seemed fine 
and innocent like certain songs and certain TV. shows and commercials were actually sinister and sent from the 
devil, and maybe | should be trying in school and | was wrong to think it didn't matter and it bored me and it 
didn't pertain to me. | didn't feel real confident or right. 


"I know | don't know what things are like for you," he said in his calm and quiet Izzy way, and he didn't say 
anything else, but he looked at me like | was all he cared about, and for a minute | believed that that might be 


true. 


He pushed me gently so | was lying down, and he brushed my hair from my forehead, and | could feel the 
electricity from his fingertips against my skin 


"We'll leave here one day, there'll be no teachers and no parents and no one will hurt you," he said, his voice a 


soothing whisper, and | closed my eyes and listened. 


"We'll do something, we'll start a band out there, we'll paint oil paintings that look like real people, we'll drink 
wine and smoke pot every day, we'll sleep ‘till noon," 


| smiled, thinking about it. How great would it be to be somewhere where | didn't have to worry about that 
crackling anger, about that strange gathering of forces that meant everything was about to get blown apart. 
How nice would it be to not get hit with a belt or punched or thrown to the floor? 


He traced my eyebrow with his fingertip, and it made me shiver a little. | could feel him looking at me even 
though my eyes were closed. What did he see? Freckles and pale skin and freaky red hair? | wasn't what | 
would think of as attractive, but he was, with his pale skin and dark hair and hazel eyes with the gold flecks in 
them. | bit my bottom lip, feeling him looking at me, staring at me, and | felt my cheeks turning red. 


He leaned in and kissed me, and | felt his lips touch mine, and | opened my mouth slightly and felt his tongue 


snake in and flick at my tongue. | felt him running his hand down my chest and stomach over my shirt, and | 
shifted as he shifted and straddled me, rocking against me a little, creating this strange friction. 


He stopped kissing me for a minute, like he was coming up for air, and he held my wrists lightly down against 
his mattress, and this was what | didn't really like. He'd done this before, trapping me underneath him, holding 
my wrists and when | twist them he won't let go, and it reminds me of something, of nightmares, of dark 


rooms with only moonlight coming in the windows, of twisting and trying to get away... 


"Izzy," | said, breaking free of his hold and sitting up, and he shifted so he wasn't straddling me anymore but 
kind of sitting next to me, and he looked hungry and licked his lips, leaning in to kiss me again | let him, keeping 


my eyes only halfway closed so | could watch him and make sure he wouldn't trap me again 


"Axl, | want you, | want you so much.." he said, pushing me down again, fumbling at the button to my jeans and 
yanking it open and snaking his hand in, and | shook my head, not ready for this, not knowing what to do with 
this. | closed my eyes and felt, for a second, much much younger, and there were no words for what might be 
wrong or going wrong..and | grabbed at his wrist, wanting to stop him, wanting to kiss him and be near him but 
| wasn't ready for this. 


"No, Izzy, not yet, okay?" | said between being kissed, and he made a small moan of frustration but took his 
hand away from my jeans and he kissed me hard, so hard | couldn't breathe. 
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He broke the kiss and looked at me with a small amount of frustration. | looked away. | knew what he wanted, 
which was more, but | just couldn't do it. Not now. | shook my head to get my hair out of my eyes. | could 
hear my dad yelling about that, about that and a million other things. "Cut your hair. Don't watch trash on TV. 


Don't listen to the devil's music. Atone. Repent. Sinner." 


This was sinful, too. | picked at the blanket, at the lint that stuck to it, and | tore at them and flicked them 
into the air. It was so easy to fall right in line with the things that have been shoved down your throat your 
whole life. Kissing Izzy was one thing, or letting him kiss me. But anything more would head straight toward sin 
and damnation, especially since he was a guy. It would be sin and damnation with a girl, too, but we could get 


married someday and that would make it all okay. 


| swallowed hard, looking at Izzy from the corner of my eye. He had a look of carefully disguised 
disappointment, but | could see it. Fuck my dad. | didn't care what he said or thought, even if somewhere inside 
of me | thought | did care, but that was just the effect of being brainwashed as a child. | was almost lb and 
even though it was a little young, | wasn't going to be trapped in this place or by my parents’ thinking 


anymore. 


"Hey," | said, turning toward him, my voice thick, like | had a cold. | touched his shoulder and trailed my hand 
down his arm, and leaned toward him just slightly. | wasn't usually the one to initiate things, because | was 


always too fucked up, but that wasn't fair to Izzy. | knew that. 


The disappointed look went away, and he shut his eyes halfway, his breathing speeding up already. What did he 
see in me? Carrot top, freckles, | wasn't tall, | wasn't particularly good at anything except fooling the choir 


teacher about where my voice was coming from, singing tenor when | was supposed to be singing baritone. 


| started the kiss and he closed his eyes, his hands tugging at my clothes. | closed my eyes as he tugged at 
the button to my jeans and popped it open, and | could feel each tooth of the zipper being undone, | felt the 
tiny click of it letting go in my soul. | bit my bottom lip as he kissed my neck and at the same time snaked his 
hand into my jeans, into my boxer shorts, and he wrapped his hand around my dick, making me gasp, and it 
went from half hard to completely hard at his touch, despite the fact that | wasn't a hundred percent sure 
about this. 


| let my head fall back as he moved his hand up and down, and it took everything to not tell him to stop. It felt 
good, it did, through my fear, but it felt a little like control. He was in control and | was at his mercy, like | 


always was, | was at everyone's mercy. 


"zzy," | said, in a kind of gasp, because my breathing had sped up, too, and it was funny, because you could 
think this was too controlling and you could think it reminded you of some frightening shadow memory that 
happened too long ago and was buried too deep for you to have conscious access to, and the hard twist and 
jerk that he did made you feel like you were barely three and feeling some kind of pain and violation that you 
didn't have words for, but despite the way your mind recoiled your body still felt good. | had to just try and 
feel good, because it was a pleasurable friction and heat and | didn't want to upset him over something that 
might have happened or maybe it was just a nightmare but it had nothing to do with him, or right now. 


So | put all the thoughts out of my head, or tried, and leaned back and let him do what he wanted. 


"Are you going to school?" he said in the morning, pulling on a clean T-shirt. | burrowed deeper under the 
blankets. It was warm here and safe here, and | didn't want to go. | wanted to quit, actually. | wanted to spend 
the day listening to the Queen record. | didn't want to go from class to class learning a bunch of shit that 
didn't pertain to me. A few years ago there was a class where they asked you what you wanted to do when 
you grew up, it was like an essay type thing. | said that | wanted to be a rockstar. | failed. The people that 
passed that shit put down that they wanted to be a nurse or a doctor or a lawyer or a secretary, they 
wanted to be a teacher or a professor or an accountant. That was why | didn't want to go to that stupid 
school. Their thinking was wrong and limiting. Sometimes | thought they were the ones who were fucked up, not 


me. 


"No," | said. | was going to stay here and listen to the Queen record. Fuck them. Fuck that school. 


fourteen 


Izzy left for school and | didn't feel bad about not going with him. | was done with everything. Done with school, 
done with my fucking parents, | was done. | stood up, feeling kind of tired but good for once. For fucking once in 
my life. No one was gonna fuck with me anymore. 


| found the Queen record and put it on, balancing it over the little metal thing that anchored it down, and | set 
the record in the groove. | went back to Izzy's bed and laid on it, closed my eyes, let the sounds drift over me, 
around me, through me. | wanted to do this shit so bad, make music like this. Well, not exactly like this but 
something big and creative and something that could suck people in and move them and make them think 
things. This shit mattered, this Queen record and the Elton John records, the Elton John lyrics, which were 
just, they were so brilliant. | couldn't play the piano like Elton John or write lyrics like the ones in his songs, 
which | knew were written by a guy named Bernie Taupin, but | could get close, and | could work toward that 
shit instead of going to school and getting my head filled with shit that didn't matter to me and to what | 
wanted to do with my life. 


| listened to the record over and over and waited for Izzy to get home from school. 


"Hey, you're still here," Izzy said, dropping his bag full of textbooks inside the room, and | heard it thump to 
the floor. Now my head was full of what | wanted it to be full of, this music. 


"Yeah, where did you think I'd go?" | said, sitting up on my elbows, looking at him through my bangs. 


"Home," he said, smiling, kicking his shoes off and crawling on the bed next to me. He closed his eyes and kissed 
me. | closed my eyes, too, and kissed him back 


"Home?" | said, "Why would | go there?" 
"Cause you're such a good boy," he said, trailing kisses down the side of my neck, nibbling on my earlobe. 


"Is that what you think?" | said, watching as he straddled me, feeling his weight settle on me, trapping me. | 
closed my eyes, trying not to feel trapped, trying not to feel panicked. 


"Yeah, | do," he said, his voice low and husky, full of sex. | felt excitement and nervousness in the pit of my 
stomach, and | put my hands up by my head because | knew he liked to hold my wrists like that, which he did, 
pressing them into the bed. 


"Well, you're wrong," | said, my voice dropping an octave, and my eyes slipped shut, and | felt his hands around 


my wrists, coming close to grinding the little bones together. He leaned over me and kissed me for real. 


